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ADVERTISEMENT 


"THE following Sermon, on occaſion of the 

ſeverity of the ſeaſon, and the generous 
collections for the relief of the poor, was delivered 
in the uſual courſe of preaching, and without any 
further deſign: but the earneſt requeſt of ſeveral, 
to whom the Author's ſervices are due, has prevailed 
cover his own opinion of it, and engaged him to 
offer it to the Public. 
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Prov. xxx. 8, 9. 


Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with 
food convenient for me. Left I be full and deny 
thee, and ſay, Who is the Lord? Or left I be 
Poor, and fleal, and take the name of my God in 


vain. 


HE words of the text point out to us the danger- 
ous circumſtances attending riches and ſuperfluity 
on one hand, and want and poverty on the other; 
| and plainly intimate, that the middle ſtate of 
life, a ſtate between the extremes of overflowing wealth and 
preſſing neceſſity, is more ſafe and deſirable, than either of 
them. The reaſonableneſs of preferring it to poverty will be 
readily acknowledged ; for the inconveniences and difficulties 
of the latter are caſily ſeen and dreaded at a diſtance. But that 
it ſhould be preſerred to riches, which command all the com- 
forts and delights of life, will ſeem a great abſurdity to the 
generality of mankind, who pronounce their judgment upon 
the firſt face of things, without any examination into their na- 
ture, or their conſequences. An impartial conſideration how- 
"if ever 


Pi. xlix. 20. 


61 
ever of the poweelfl temptations arifin g both from abun. 


dance and from want, will prove to us the wiſdom of Agur's 


choice, and ſhew the ſuperior excellency of a middle ſtate. 


Such is the weakneſs of our nature, and ſuch the deceitful- 
neſs of our hearts, that often * man being in honour hath no 
underſtanding,” and being puffed up with proſperity is apt to 
forget himſelf and his duty. When the face of nature looks 
gay and ſmiles upon him ; when he is ſurrounded with grate- 
ful objects, and every thing about him ſeems to promiſe the 
continuance of his happineſs, a ſecret triumph and ſelf- 
applauſe ſleal inſenſibly upon the mind : he conceives an un- 
due opinion of his own merit and ſufficiency ; ; and vainly ima- 
gines himſelf ſecure againſt all the calamities of life.— This 
preſumptuous confidence, which is the natural product of 
great affluence, chokes all the ſeeds of holineſs; and, like the 
froſt, prevents the cultivation and improvement of the ſoil. It 
counteracts all worthy affections, ſhuts up the heart againſt 
God, and renders it inſenſible to the duties of religion. It in- 
clines him to forget the fountain, whence every gift and bleſ- 
ſing is derived, and to be negligent of that Providence, which 
gives him all things richly to enjoy; to loſe the ſenſe of his 


dependence upon the protection and care of Heaven, and to 


withhold the acknowledgments of homage and worſhip due to 
his divine benefactor, upon whoſe mercy and goodneſs he 
exiſts. What is this, but to deny God ? It is to deny his ſu- 
premacy and ſovereignty; it is to deny our obligations and our 


obedience to him: and is expreſſive of the language in the 
text, * Who is the Lord? 


Again, 


171 


Again, The charms and allurements of proſperity tend to cap- 
tivate and bewitch the heart, and lead the man of affluence 
into immoderate purſuits of pleaſure; they diſſipate the vigour 
of the mind, betray the government of the ſuperior powers 
and faculties; and raiſe the inferior appetites, which were 
ordained to be in ſubjection to reaſon, to poſſeſs the ſupre- 
macy, and to be the ſole guide and meaſure of his conduct. 
And when the due balance of the affections is broken, and 
the reins of reaſon are given up to. paſſion, he is hurried into 
the gratification of every deſire without control, and runs un- 
reſtrained in the way of his heart, and the fight of his eyes. 
Having the means in his own hand of ſupporting his folly, 
and the faſhion of the world to countenance it, he indulges 
in all the blandiſhments of exceſs, and abandons himſelf to 
all the unmanly pleaſures of a diſſolute life.—From this de- 
praved temper and habit of mind, which often grow out of a 
plentiful eſtate, it is an eaſy tranſition to irreligion and infide- 
lity. For being taken captive by the ſoft deluſion, and wholly 
diflolved in the delights and entertainments of ſenſe, he en- 
deavours to root out of his mind all regard to thoſe trouble- 
ſome principles, which - give checks and interruptions to his 
vicious purſuits, and ſpoil the reliſh of his ſenſual enjoyments. 
He firſt entertains an averſion to thoſe doctrines, which con- 
demn his practices, and then raiſeth doubts and difficulties 
concerning their authority. He becomes fond of every thing, - 
that looks plauſible on the fide of infidelity, and catches up 
every little trifling objection againſt religion, which his paſſions 
and prejudices exceedingly magnify and exaggerate ;. till he at 
laſt throws off all reſtraint, and openly derides all goodneſs. — 


Thus from living as without God in the world, he wiſhes that 
| B 2 there 


Job. i. 11. 
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there was no ſuch Being; and from-Wiſhing, he goes on, by 


degrees, to imagine that there is none; to deny his perfections, 


his providence, his exiſtence: that, by depoſing him from the 
throne of Heaven, and baniſhing him out of the univerſe, he 
may juſtify himſelf in his __— and follow RO the bent 
of his licentious inclinations. - - © 


On the other nach kh the dangers -and temptations 
attending a ſtate of poverty; and even in a religious and mo- 
ral view, without reſpecting its immediate and temporal diſad- 
— it muſt W to be an unhappy ſituation of — 


Extreme poverty is a great tem ptation to ns and 
diſcontent, and murmuring and complaining againſt the high 
diſpoſer of all things. It raiſes ſuſpicious and uneaſy reflections 
concerning the adminiſtration of Providence, and infinuates no- 
tions which derogate from the divine juſtice and impartiality. 
Many wiſe and good men, upon having been' reduced from 
high and flouriſhing circumſtances to adverſity and diſtreſs, 


have laboured under great perplexity concerning the moral 


government of God, and been tempted to doubt of the reality 
and advantage of religion. With a vain confidence of this 
effect, Satan is repreſented as ſoliciting the Almighty to try 
Job in t furnace of affliction, and pleading thus againſt him; 


_ ©: Put forth thine hand now, and touch all that he hath ; and 


he will curſe thee. to thy face.” And we may obſerve, that his 
firſt temptation of our Saviour was founded upon bodily and 


temporal wants : when he was an hungreg, the tempter came 
unto him. | 


But 


11 
But the crimes, to which indigent circumſtances are here 
deſcribed, as peculiarly ſubjecting and expoſing men, are Theft, 
and taking the name of God in vain. 


Such is the conſtitution of things, and the condition of hu- 
man life, eſtabliſhed by the wiſe Creator of the world, that 
the ends of ſaciety could not be anſwered and maintained 
without a variety of circumſtances and a diſtinction of pro- 
perty : and therefore he hath ordained laws for the ſecurity 
of every one's ſeparate intereſt againſt all attempts of violence 
and fraud; and every civil government hath conſtantly the 
ſame deſign in view, and ſtudies to protect its members in the 
peaceable enjoyment of their private rights. Yet when perſons, 
into whoſe minds no principles of religion, no ſentiments of 
wiſdom and piety have been inſtilled ; when ſuch, either thro' 
the extravagance of their lives, or through the diſpenſations of 
Providence, are deprived of the conveniences and neceſſaries 
of life, and on looking to the right hand, and to the left, can 
' ſee nothing but a variety of wretchedneſs; in the conflict of 
diſtracting paſſions, which ſuch a ſituation occaſioneth, an un- 
due deſire of their neighbour's property inſinuates itſelf into 
the mind, and ſuggeſts powerful temptations to tranſgreſs the 
bounds of juſtice. The immediate neceſſity urgeth them to 
comply, drawing away the heart from an attention to the 
certain, though diſtant, conſequences of ſuch compliance, and 
warping the judgment from diſtinguiſhing nicely between 
right and wrong. And the imagination becomes exceeding 
fruitful in inventing ſpecious pretences to palliate and gild 
over any little deviations from the rules of ſtrict honeſty, 


and in forming deſigns and projects to acquire the deſired 
object 


* 


[ 10 ] 
object by the violation of right. And hence they proceed 
to ſeek a. maintenance -by any fraudulent and irregular prac- 


tices, and are led by little and little to all imaginable de- 
grees of injuſtice. 


By the other temptation of poverty, mentioned in the text, 
the taking the name of God in vain,” does not ſeem to be 
intended, that indecent as well as impious cuſtom of profane 
ſwearing in common converſation. In juſtification or excuſe 
of which no plea can be pretended; and which can be no 
otherwiſe accounted for, than from mere habit. For there 
is no engaging allurement in the vice itſelf, nor any propen- 
ſity or temptation to it in the human conſtitution ; on the 
contrary, the ſacred name of God naturally ſtrikes the mind 
with awe and reverence. And that there is no immediate 
tendency or inducement to it ariſing from indigent circum- 
ſtances, is very evident, becauſe the practice of it is not con- 
fined to the loweſt claſs and order of men, but is almoſt 
equally prevalent among perſons of exalted and affluent con- 
dition, to the great diſhonour of themſelves and their reli- 
gion, in contempt of the authority of the laws, and in de- 
fiance of the power of the 29 5 880 | 


But the words before us mean Perjury ; that irreligious and 
moſt preſumptuous degree of taking the name of God in vain ; 
when a man deliberately invokes Him as a witneſs to the 
truth of that, which he knows to be falſe; and makes a ſo- 
lemn appeal to the Moſt High, in order to deceive and 
wrong his neighbour. * Left I be poor, and ſteal, and take 


the name of my God in vain; that is, leſt the bitterneſs of 
want 


want ſhould tempt me firſt into fraud and indirect practices for 


ſupport, and afterwards into perjury to free myſelf from the ac- 
cuſation. When a man has yielded to one fin, it is not eaſy to 


refiſt the next; and if an Oath may be * the end of all ſtrife,” Hab. vi. x6, 


and clear him from all ſuſpicion, he that hath been ſo far guilty 
as to ſteal, will be under ſtrong temptations to ſwear falſly. 
When he ſtands in danger of perpetual ſhame and infamy, of 
public diſgrace and puniſhment ; when there is this only hope 
of eſcape, or of evading the power of the laws ; will not the 
ſame ſprings of action, which before influenced him to provide 
for his ſafety by injuring his neighbour, excite him alſo to ſhun 
the preſent danger by any new expedient ? When the barriers 
of modeſty and conſcience are broken down, when he has : 
deſpiſed the authority of the law-giver, and been guilty of a 
direct contempt of God, by acts of unrighteouſneſs ; what will 
reſtrain him from offending with his tongue, and taking the 
name of his God in vain ? So that the connection between theſe 
two vices appears eaſy and unobſtructed ; and it is indeed un- 
happily confirmed by too many inſtances in life, where theft has 
introduced perjury ; and thus the temptations of poverty have 
prevailed upon weak men to 1 ſin to ſin, and heap one 
wickedneſs upon another. 


From ſuch conſiderations of the difficulties of each ſtate, 

and from a ſenſe of the frailty of human nature, how apt it is 
to betray us into the ſnares of the one kind or the other; 
Agur prays to God, that he may be delivered from the dan- 
gers of either extreme, and be favoured with ſuch a mode- 
rate competency of fortune, as may ſupply the conveniences 


of 
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of life, and effectually preſerre him from every deſtructive 
way. | 


The man in a middle ſtate of life dwells in undiſturbed eaſe 
and happineſs, not liable to the agitations and perplexities of the 
rich or poor. For, while ſome, who are crowned with honour, 

and overabound with wealth, are endangered by the aflaults of 

. malice and the underminings of envy ;*and others, who are 
born to no inheritance but poverty and trouble, can hardly 

earn the neceſſaries of life with the ſweat of their brow, and 
ſuffer the ſpurns and inſults of thoſe, who have no ſoftenings of 
humanity in them; he is not expoſed either to contempt on one 
hand, or to envy on the other : but, being not ſo high as to 
provoke any malicious deſigns againſt him, nor ſo low as to be 
trodden down and deſpiſed, he ſitteth ſafely under his own vine 
and his fig-tree, and there is none to make him afraid. 


Again, He is exempt from that bodily labour and fatigue, 
which wearies out nature and ſhortens the days of man ; and 
does not experienee that indolence and ſtagnation, which ren- 
ders even the greateſt bleſſings of life, flat and infipid. He ſuf- 
fers not either the real wants of the poor, or the imaginary 
wants of the rich; and is not troubled with the cravings of 
importunate hunger, or the ſqueamiſh delicacy of a depraved 
appetite, - But equally free from the pinching pains of abſti- 
nence and faſting, and from the enticements of high-ſeaſoned 
dainties and luxurious entertainments, he enjoys that ſimpli- 


city of food, which promotes at the ſame time health of body 
and chearfulneſs of mind. 


And 


[13 ] 
And further, He has peculiar advantages with reſpe& to the 
knowledge and practice of virtue: for he eſcapes the many 
trials and temptations, which ariſe from narrow or plentiful 
circumſtances of fortune, and which are fo equally powerful, 
that it has been thought difficult to determine, on which fide 
the greateſt danger lies: and being removed from the cares 
and incumbrances of the opulent and exalted, and from the 
neceſſary labour which employeth the poor and indigent, he is 
bleſſed with more opportunities, than either of them, to ſtep 
aſide from public life, from the hurry of the world, and the 
allurements of ſenſe; to examine and improve his mind; to 
enable him for the better diſcharge of his duty, and the pur- 
ſuit of higher degrees of goodneſs and perfection. 


What then? Shall people, oppreſſed with neceſſity, yield 
to the temptations of their condition, and ſeek refuge in the 
practice of unrighteouſneſs? And are the rich abſolutely in 
a dreadful condition with regard to a future life? No; this 
inference cannot be allowed; for notwithſtanding what has 
been diſcourſed, each ſtate may be directed and improved to 
the higheſt benefit and advantage. The very ſame objects, 
by which we are tempted to pride, ſenſuality, and a forgetful- 
neſs and denial of God; by different exerciſes and diſpoſitions 
of mind, may be the occaſions of goodneſs; and the means 
of true happineſs. And . thoſe unhappy circumſtances of 
life, by which we are tempted to the violation of juſtice for 
ſupport, may be converted into real bleſſings, and be more 
than compenſated by the good reſulting from them ; they 
may produce a plentiful harveſt of genuine virtue, and prove 

C an 
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141 
an opportunity of our growing in ſelf-dominion, patience, 
and holineſs, and make us perfect and intire, wanting 
nothing.“ Many there are, who deſpiſe the allurements of 
riches ; or who riſe ſuperior to the difficulties of want. Many, 
ſurrounded with worldly eaſe and plenty, are humble and de- 
vout; or, preſſed with the galling yoke of poverty, in- 
duſtrious and honeſt. Many eſteem their treaſures, as the 
inſtruments of charity and beneficence, of promoting the 
intereſt of religion, and of doing thoſe good works, which 


are profitable to men: and many, under the clouds of ad- 


verſity, ſnine out eminent examples of . integrity and 
reſignation t to the will of God. 


It becomes us therefore, to watch over our ſentiments and 
conduct; and (as our gracious heavenly Father hath diſ- 
penſed to us a variety of gifts, and appointed different ſtates 
and circumſtances in the world, for the benefit of ſociety, 
and in order to the exerciſe of different virtues) to conſider 
the peculiar duties of that condition, in which Providence 


hath. placed us, and to fulfil the law of our creation, in 
making a proper improvement of our powers and capacities; 
to fortify our minds with ſuch a ſeaſonable proviſion of viſ- 
dom and piety, as may enable us to maintain an uniform 
tenour of ſpirit in all events which may befall us, and to 
defend ourſelves againſt the malicious efforts and ſubtle 


devices of the enemies of our ſalvation: to keep a careful 


guard over our ſenſes, appetites, and paſſions, and deny. the 
love of eaſe and averſion to labour, and every inclination, 
which. may hinder our progreſs in the attainment of virtue 
and happineſs. So ſhall we act a. rational conſiſtent part, 


and. 


[ 15 ] 
and verify our profeſſion of Chriſtianity by our practice of it; 
we ſhall preſerve our integrity and peace of mind. amidſt 


the moſt dangerous temptations, and have the aſſured hopes 
of future felicity in the enjoyment of the Divine Favour, 


Let thoſe, who labour under very hard and difficult cir- 
cumſtances, ſhew a proper diſpoſition of humility ; not mur- 
muring, nor unthankful towards God; and endeayour to 
make a true uſe of thoſe afflictions, which His hand, merci- 
fully ſevere, hath been pleaſed to lay upon them. Let them 
recolle&, that riches, though not in themſelves criminal, 
are attended with a variety of danger : that they have cor- 
rupted the hearts of many, who have been thought happy 
in the enjoyment of them : and that perhaps they might have 
the ſame effect upon them, and cauſe them to languiſh and 
be miſerable, even in the midſt of abundance. For who can 
be certain of preſerving that meekneſs and lowlineſs in a ſtate 
of riches, which the ſchool of poverty hath taught him? 
Who can aſſure himſelf, that a high exaltation of fortune 
| would not overcome the preſent moderation of his temper, 
-and betray him into. an unbecoming triumph of heart, and 
an undutiful behaviour towards God? What ſecurity hath 
any one, that upon being ſurrounded with undiſturbed enjoy- 
ments, and ſolicited on all fides by the enticements of luxury 
and exceſs, he ſhould not be overpowered through the pre- 
-valence of - temptations, and fall a prey to thoſe ſnares of _ 
pleaſure, to which thouſands and ten thouſands have fell 
before him? — That ftrength and fortitude of mind, which 
may bear the hardſhips of neceſſity, might lingeiſh away 
with the fulneſs of plenty; and the eaſe and indulgenee 

C 2 _ 
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of proſperity might cheriſh and give life to thoſe ſeeds of 


vice, which may be ſuppreſſed and deadened by the Kuen 
ſeaſon of adveritty. 


Als - as perſons, under the i and embarraſl. 
ments of poverty, are expoſed: to the peculiar temptation of 
fraud and indirect arts for ſubfiſtence, let them be always 


jealous over themſelves with a godly jealouſy ; always upon 


their guard againſt the firſt beginnings of declenſion from the 
paths of virtue, the leaſt introductory acts of injuſtice, which 


the heart is apt to be betrayed into, under the fooliſh pre- 
tence of their being but ſmall fins, and of no great impor- 
tance. For ſuch, if indulged, may. infenſibly lead them on 
to greater exceſſes, and carry them at length into the moſt 


enormous and capital offences. Let them arm themſelves 


with courage to encounter the buffetings of adverſe fortune, 
and reſiſt the moſt vehement ſolicitation to wickedneſs; will- 
ing rather to continue under the preſſure of affliction, than to 
relieve themſelves by unwarrantable means, or gain a ſupport 
by unrighteous and unlawful methods: rather to ſuffer any 
thing, to endure any pain, diſgrace and miſery, than violate 
their conſcience, and do that which is evil: expreſſing them- 
ſelves in the ſame reſolved manner, as Job did, when ſunk 
into the loweſt condition of humanity; © While I live, will I 


not remove mine integrity from me: and according to the 
advice of St. Peter, committing the keeping of their ſouls 
to God in well-doing, as unto a faithful Creator.'—- Thus, 


though the body may ſuffer, the mind will be preſerved from 


the perplexities and ſtings of guilt : though the external ſtate 


of TW may be bitter and grievous to be borne, yet all things 
5 will 
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will be right in their own breaſts. The conſciouſneſs of in- 
nocence and integrity will ſupport them under the deepeſt 
diſtreſs, the moſt diſmal conjuncture of affliftive circum- 
ſtances; and be a ſpring of tranquillity and joy, utterly inde- 
pendent of the world, and far excelling all the pleaſures of 
voluptuouſneſs, ambition, or avarice. 


And let thoſe, who have riches, poſſeſs them with ſobriety, 
moderation, and temperance ; not ſetting their affections upon 
them, nor making them the objects of their truſt and con- 
fidence ; but ſuppreſling all fond thoughts of their own per- 
fection, merit, and ſufficiency, and remembering that they ne- 
ceſſarily depend upon the protection of Providence, as much 
as the moſt miſerable creature upon earth. Let them not 
trifle away the ſuperfluities of their wealth in pomp and often- 
tation, and abuſe them to the purpoſes of luxury; but conſi- 
der that they are committed to them as ſtewards for the trial 
of their fidelity, 'and be rich in good works as well as in poſ- 
ſeſſions. Let them reflect upon the temptations and difficul- 
ties, to which the poor are expoſed, and be excited to com- 
miſerate their caſe, and communicate relief and comfort to 
them; that they may lighten their burden, and reſcue, them 
from that extremity which is apt to precipitate them into the 
moſt deſperate attempts: and more eſpecially in this ſevere 
ſeaſon, when the wants of old and young; the miſeries of 
thoſe who are juſt going out of life, and of thoſe who are juſt. 
entered into it; the diſtreſſes of the labourer and artificer, of 
the widow and the orphan, of the infirm and the diſeaſed, 


call loudly upon us for affiſtance, and cannot be ſatisfied by 
| ſooth- 


[ 18 ] 
foothing a and wiſhes without ſolid acts of benefi- 
cence. 


Should ye enter into the miſerable abodes, the diſmal habi- 


tations, where poverty has taken poſſeſſion, like an armed 


Acts xx. 35. 


man, and holds an abſolute dominion; and behold the help- 
leſs children, cold, and deſtitute of clothing; hungry and 
crying for bread, with their hearts fainting within them; on 
one ſide the afflicted mother, nurſing a tender infant, which 
ſtrives in vain to draw nouriſhment from the empty breaſt; 
and on the other, the honeſt ſympathizing father, lamenting 
over his family, which the inclemency of the weather has de- 
prived of the benefits of his labour ?—Should ye be introduced 


to ſuch a pitiable ſight, what would be the working of your 
hearts? Should ye not melt at the calamities of your fellow- 


creatures; and bear a part in the ſighs and complaints of the 


afflicted? Would not the tear of commiſeration fall from the 


eye, and the hand be ſtretched out for their relief? Should 
ye not experience, that in relieving them, ye ſhould alſo re- 


lieve yourſelves, and that in reality it is more bleſſed to 


give, than to receive? — But the miſeries of the poor have 


been already felt, and in a great meaſure relieved; the ſenſe of 
them hath affected deeply the minds of the good and pious, 


and hath opened the hearts and the hands of the merciful. 
The ſpring of charity, which before flowed among us with 


no little current, hath ſeaſonably enlarged itſelf, and is become 
like the Pſalmiſt's river of God, diffuſing its ſtreams through- 


out the land, and carrying plenty and gladneſs along with it. 


And your late generous and chearful contribution, to provide 


: the 


[19] 


the neceſſaries of life for the diſtreſſed inhabitants of the parith; 
fully manifeſts that benevolence, which is the refuge of the 
miſerable, and the ſupport of the diſconſolate; and evidences 


your ſatisfaction and delight in the exerciſe of the kind and ſo- 
cial — 


There is indeed ſuch an inward ſatisfaction, ſuch a real and 
ſubſtantial pleaſure, in doing good and imparting comfort to 
the needy, as is not to be deſcribed. What a joy is it, to be 
the inſtruments of comforting the fatherlefs and the widows 
in their affliction; of miniſtring clothing to the naked, and 
bread to the hungry; or communicating any other ſupply to 
thoſe who are in need! Such genuine fruits of love are a 
laſting ſpring of pleaſure; to be enjoyed through every ſtate of 
our exiſtence: while the gratifications of ſenſe periſh with 
the uſing, and yield no comfortable reflection; theſe will 
bear a review, with the higheſt felf-approbation, and pour 
balm into the breaſt in the time of pain and calamity.. To 
theſe Job recur'd under the moſt ſevere trials, and with the 


remembrance. of them ſpoke comfort to his mind. © I de- Job a 13. 


livered the poor that cried, ſays he, and the fatherleſs, and 
him that had none to help him. The bleſſing of him that 
was ready to periſh came upon me, and I cauſed the widow's 
heart to ſing for joy.“ 


Go on therefore, my brethren, and be not weary in well- 
doing : improve the talents with which Providence hath in- 
truſted you, diligently and faithfully; and increaſe your libe- 
rality, in proportion as the neceſſities of mankind may in- 

creaſe 2 


I. 


- ſo ſhall ye receive in this preſent world an hundred. 
fold recompence in the approbation of your own conſciencea, 
and in the world to come an exceeding and eternal weight af 
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